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Executive Summary 
 
The purpose of this research was to gain an insight into the complexities in the 
household and their interaction with the social word in relation to single-use plastic 
consumption. We focus on understanding lived experiences, processes, 
interactions, belief systems and everyday decision-making. 

The research was conducted from June – August 2020 with 27 household decision 
makers participating in a seven-day diary study. This was followed by semi-
structured interviews.  

The study found considerable variation in household dynamics and practices. A key 
observation was that households comprise multiple individuals, each of whom is 
informed by their knowledge and experience in making decisions. It is important to 
acknowledge that household decision making likely does not always reside 
with the same, one individual. Therefore when looking at household decision 
making about lifestyle and use of resources in the home the interaction between 
collective and individual decision making taking place within the household needs to 
be acknowledged. 

Householders are influenced significantly by the services and interactions which they 
have with outside stakeholders (e.g., retailers from whom they purchase goods, 
councils and community groups who support waste management and disposal of 
goods). An interesting observation from our study was that households view their 
interactions with external stakeholders as a more holistic process than those ‘looking 
in’ do. Therefore, because other stakeholders are focused on their own uni-
dimensional view, the role of the householder (intentional or not) is that it is their 
responsibility to view the reduction of single-use plastic as a more holistic, more 
coordinated act. In order to target interventions to householders in a way that could 
have real impact, stakeholders need to reimagine/recast the householder as ‘a 
coordinator’. 

Regardless of whether households took an ideological stance on ethical 
consumption as a collective, the practice of ethical consumerism, as it relates to 
single-use plastic reduction, comprises many small choices made when 
individuals interact with single-use plastics. This has several implications: (i) 
Ethical consumerism solutions are side-lined as a priority for investment because 
they have little financial impact on households; (ii) household members are unlikely 
to risk conflict situations when household members disagree and will default to 
options with the least friction; (iii) householders use cognitive shortcuts to make 
micro-decisions through quick and automatic behaviour prompts.  
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Introduction 
 
Plastic is everywhere. The challenge for governments and businesses is uncovering 
and understanding the behaviour that can be encouraged to increase recycling, 
reuse, reduction and prevention of single-use plastic.  

The purpose of this research was to gain an insight into the complexities in the 
household in relation to single-use plastic, which involves lived experiences, 
processes, interactions, belief systems and the everyday decision making within the 
UK. The objectives were as follows:  

• To understand the household decision making journey of single-use plastics  

• To understand possible intervention points in the household decision making 
journey for achieving Sustainable Development Goal 121. The research was 
conducted from June – August 2020 with 27 household decision makers 
participating in a seven-day diary study. Following the completion of the diary 
study, 19 household decision makers participated in semi-structured 
interviews.  

Research to date has often focused on individual decision making perspectives and 
does not adequately consider the wider context of family and social networks 
(Grønhøj and Thøgersen, 2011). The household has been described as a key lens 
through which to examine attitudes and behaviours (Reid, Hunter and Sutton, 2011). 
Households, as a collective representation of decision making bodies, play a central 
role in decision making and consumption of goods. Indeed, literature on 
sustainability and single-use plastic suggests that environmental concern is a 
growing conversation in households (Grønhøj and Thøgersen, 2011). This research 
aimed to look more closely at the practices of household decision makers.  

 
Diary Study Approach 
 
Understanding decision making processes and practices within a household requires 
us to gather insight from within an individual’s private residential space. The diary 
study was an appropriate choice of method for the following reasons:  

• Diaries provide a substitute for observation, in settings where it would not be 
appropriate for the researcher to observe directly.   

• Diary studies are useful in capturing responses to events in real-time, and are 
a means of uncovering everyday processes which may otherwise be 
overlooked or hidden (Fisher and To, 2012).   

 
1 https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal12  
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• Diaries are useful for gaining insight into longer term behaviours where 
individuals are asked to reflect on changes in behaviour in a natural setting.  

A further advantages of diaries is the unobtrusive nature of diary studies as they do 
not require the researcher’s constant input. 

Our diary study asked participants to capture one interaction with an item of single-
use plastic in their home each day (photo elicitation and narrative explanation) and 
then to respond to one directed question per day. Together, these two responses 
made up a diary entry. They did this every day for seven days. 

Diary studies can be classified into the three broad categories of interval, signal and 
event-contingent protocols (Palmer, 2019). An open format allows participants to 
record events, thoughts, feelings, and behaviours using their own words. This 
research adopts the ‘snippet’ technique or event contingent protocol, which enables 
participants to record short snippets of information about activities as they occur rather 
than continually logging all activities (Bolger and Laurenceau, 2013). This process 
allows participants to capture a decision in close to real-time and reflect on this entry 
in an accessible way (using mobile phones to record events). We also made use of an 
event contingent protocol - where participants in this study were asked to record a 
specific event (e.g., thinking about how a decision was influenced by others) by 
answering a set question defined by the researcher.  

The diary method was more likely to capture moments participants might otherwise 
perceive as insignificant or forget when asked in other circumstances. This study 
bridges the gap between the moments of use and making a connection to previous 
experiences that led to the consumption and disposal (Reid, Hunter and Sutton, 2011).  

There are some limitations to this approach, including that the researcher has lower 
control over the quality of the data – particularly, the deterioration of data quality over 
a period of time – and a risk of lower participation due to the perceived time that is 
required to do a diary study. Further, as with any research regarding self-reporting of 
behaviours, there is the possibility of inaccurate recall and reporting.  

Photo Elicitation  

The photo elicitation provided an opportunity to gain insights into the presence of 
different types of single-use plastics in households and, through this process, elicit 
their views on such items. Images are visual forms of communication and allow for 
participants to share experiences or parts of their routine. As part of the diary study, 
each household was asked to capture an image each day for seven days. The 
instructions sent to the participants were: 

We want you to take a photograph of any single-use plastic in your household. 
You can take as many pictures as you like, but you only need to choose just 
one to comment on to us via email or WhatsApp. Tell us why you took the 
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picture and where is it from? There should not be anyone visible in the 
photograph.  

This element of the diary study was important because it was framed by the participant. 
The participant was free to share any item of single-use plastic in the household. 
Single-use plastic is ubiquitous in a household and can be found in places such as the 
kitchen, bathroom, bedroom and garden. Overall, 195 images were submitted over the 
course of the diary study with a small written account (narrative). While some images 
might be considered as trivial to the household decision maker, the items that they 
chose to photograph allowed routines and processes to be identified which might have 
otherwise been overlooked.  

Asking participants to provide a narrative alongside photo elicitation allows for more 
in-depth engagement of the participants with their own experiences, occurrences or 
feelings. Our aim was to explore the rationales and experiences people provide about 
single-use plastics. Throughout the seven days the images and narratives provided 
accounts of feelings, memories and information. The photographs gave depth to the 
diary study by providing different perspectives on single-use plastic, often taken for 
granted, not usually considered or rarely discussed by household units. Participants 
embraced the opportunity to share parts of their daily life such as eating habits, 
receiving mail and taking medication.  

Direct questions 

For the purposes of this study, a single daily direct question was used to provide semi-
structure to the data collection ensuring that a range of content was captured that was 
relevant to the research questions we wished to explore. There is a risk that asking 
particular questions in this way may affect the participant’s conceptualisation of the 
study and change their responses or views. To mitigate this, we asked the direct 
questions after the participant had provided their photo elicitation entry for the day and 
ensured that open-ended questions were used to allow a wider range of reflections 
and responses guided by the participant. Direct questions asked participants to reflect 
on the influences regarding the decisions they made about single-use plastics from 
those within and outside the household. We also used these questions to ensure a 
broad capture of types of single-use plastics from various parts of the home.  

The overall design of the questions had to take into account the structure of the diary, 
the time taken to complete the task or question, the research objectives, and the 
limited duration of the study to avoid fatigue, drop out or disinterest. This meant that 
we could not ask every question that we wanted to and we had to prioritise questions 
which we believed would elicit the best data.   

Semi-structured Interviews 

At the end of the seven-day study, we invited all participants to a short virtual interview 
(via Zoom or FaceTime) to discuss their experience of the study and to elaborate on 
some of their insights. These interviews allowed us to explore any emerging issues 
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which informed the participants’ responses throughout the study. In this interview we 
asked participants to tell us more about their understanding of ethical consumerism, 
terms such as single-use plastic, their motivations, and other initiatives which 
influenced their household behaviours which they had not been able to explore fully in 
the diary entries during the week. It was important for us to understand how much the 
specific context of the study, including how the current government-imposed 
restrictions resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic, might have altered their practices. 
19 participants accepted the opportunity for the follow up interview which lasted, on 
average, 30 minutes. Interviews were recorded and transcribed for analysis.  

Research Sample  

This research was a pilot study and had a specific timeframe for completion. As a 
result, the sample obtained was not as demographically diverse as a larger scale study 
might have been. However, the pilot study provided an important guide to the potential 
recruitment and retention rates which could be used in future scaling. The purpose of 
the pilot study was to explore insights and to help us refine future research questions. 
In addition, the pilot study enabled any challenges in generating quality data to be 
exposed and assessed as well as creating familiarisation of the methods used by the 
research team. Connelly (2008) suggests recruiting 10% for a pilot study from the 
projection of a larger study whereas researchers have suggested a range from 10 – 
30 participants for pilot studies.  

Participants were recruited from personal networks and social media. Over three 
quarters of the sample (78%) were female and (22%) were male. Participation in a 
diary study requires time and effort to complete. Motivation to complete the study was 
based on a shared awareness of environmental issues. 

Criteria for selecting the participants were as follows: 

• To self-identify as a household decision maker  

• Over the age of 18  

• Located in the UK  

• Computer and/or mobile literate  

• Awareness of environmental issues 

It is noteworthy that the diary study was conducted using a range of online tools, 
allowing the transfer of data between the participant and research to be entirely digital 
(which was a requirement for research conducted during UK government-imposed 
social distancing restriction). This may have discouraged or excluded potential 
participants who were not computer/mobile literate. However, there were also several 
benefits in using online technology such as mobile smart phones and cameras. Firstly, 
there was only one dropout (via email correspondence). This suggests that technology 
is not only convenient for participants to use, it also fits in with their own digital usage. 
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Secondly, as participants were using their own computer/mobile there was no need 
for additional training. Finally, the cost of the project was reduced as no equipment 
needed to be purchased for the participants. The use of digital technology in diary 
studies will likely be used increasingly frequently in the future due to its convenience 
and increasing digital literacy levels within the population. 

The sample was purposive due to the resources available. By making use of local 
research contacts and natural social networks the initial participants were asked to 
recommend others who fit the sample criteria. Snowball sampling is deemed to be an 
efficient way to recruit participants in a limited research timeframe (Hesse-Biber, 
2016). 

The first stage in recruiting the participants was to ensure sample eligibility. After initial 
contact was made via email the necessary ethical procedure was followed which 
involved obtaining informed consent and providing the participant information sheet. If 
participants had any further questions about the research these were answered. 
Participants were able to choose a convenient date to start the diary study and the 
preferred method of contact. Participants were prompted each day to complete a daily 
task and answer a question once a day in the morning.  

Experience of Participants 

It is important to note that, by asking participants to reflect on single-use plastic in their 
home over the course of a week, our research itself may have had an impact on their 
practices either because they were being more conscious or that they made changes 
based on their reflections with us. Whilst this presents a methodological limitation 
which we needed to be mindful of in interpreting our data and drawing conclusions, 
we believe that the potential benefits of householders becoming more reflective in their 
practice outweighs any small impact (which was unlikely to result in significant change 
in only seven days). To understand the impact of the study we asked participants in 
the interview at the end of the study how the diary study changed their perspective 
and if they learnt anything new. The majority of household decision makers were very 
positive and enjoyed completing the diary study. Increased awareness, reminders and 
focus were the key words used to describe their experiences of participating in the 
study. Even if this is a short-term awareness it, nevertheless, offers the opportunity to 
reflect and change.  

When I kept on getting stuff out to take photos, it was like, Oh my gosh! is this how 
much cleaning stuff  I actually have indoors? (participant 2) 

I think it has it has made me focus on it a bit more, and especially taking the 
photographs… you go and there's another one. There's another one. It’s absolutely 
everywhere. (participant 9) 

The diary study allowed householders to examine their actions or behaviours in 
relation to single-use plastic. We believe that it encouraged some householders to 
make changes such as switching to new environmental products.  
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Data Analysis Process  

Diary studies with additional visual data generate large amounts of data. There are a 
number of approaches to undertaking qualitative data analysis and often a 
combination is used (Rabiee, 2004). As stated by Krueger and Casey (2000), ‘analysis 
begins by going back to the intention of the study’ and should be systematic, 
sequential, verifiable and continuous. In this study, a basic system of thematic coding, 
as suggested by King and Horrocks (2010), was used. The stages allowed themes to 
be discovered to help map and interpret data.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Stages in the process of thematic analysis by King and Horrocks (2010)  

Thematic analysis is based on grouping themes together into codes and then 
summarising the abstract similarities and differences (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 
2009). Examples of initial codes used in the research study relating to single-use 
plastic included “connections between household members”, “accessibility” and 
“convenience”, these were then grouped into a number of broader themes reflected in 
Table 1. 
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Theme Examples Codes 
1. Knowledge and 

meaning (defining 
single-use plastic) 

Understanding the impact 
Confusion about categories or types 
Short term issues 
Long term issues  

2. Disposal Practices  Structure/routine, collection opportunities, household 
systems 
Experiences with schemes (how easy/hard) 
Not just plastic, disposal of all household waste - 
holistic  

3. Household Daily 
Practices  

Link to other practices, decisions (e.g., cooking and 
shopping) 
Consistency    
Connections and relationships between household 
members 

4. Social 
Accessibility 

Community schemes and support  
Social Influence (media campaigns, social media) 
Friendship – sharing experiences 

5. Barriers that 
prevent Reduce, 
Reuse, Recycle 

 

Price 
Lack of convenience 
Mixed emotions and indifference  
Time  

6. Impact of COVID-
19 global 
pandemic on 
practices 

Increase in plastic (e.g. PPE) 
Hygiene versus environment 
Restrictions of ‘lockdown’ 

Table 1: Themes and Codes used during analysis  

During the process of thematic analysis, data reduction was undertaken by comparing 
and contrasting and placing similar quotations together. The process included close 
reading of the diary study entries, which is referred to as immersion in the data and 
the consideration of the multiple meanings (Green et al., 2007). 

 

Household Analysis 
The results are presented thematically, the choice of extracts and narratives highlight 
the themes identified previously in Table 1. As a result, a wide range and form of 
evidence helped to interpret household practices and norms which we describe here.  
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Knowledge and Meaning (defining single-use plastic) 

The definition of single-use plastic can be complex and challenging to understand. 
Confusion tended to revolve around if an item of single-use plastic can be reused. For 
example, if products which are designed as single-use but the participant did not use 
all of the product in one instance, or decided to refill/reuse it multiple times, whether 
these are still classified as single-use products:  

I understand that a sample sachet of shampoo made of plastic will be ‘single-
use’ but does a plastic shampoo bottle which will be used multiple times then 
disposed of when it is empty, count as ‘single-use’? (participant 14)  

Silly question but are proper water bottles and food containers classed as 
single-use? (participant 2) 

Confusion can be caused by the myriad uses and layers of descriptions that are 
available when researching single-use plastic. Often, information sources will describe 
many products as single-use plastic while other sources will classify differently 
depending on whether the product can be reused or repurposed in a different way.  

Whilst this confusion does not necessarily have an impact on the process which 
participants went through with these ambiguous products, it is linked to the confidence 
that they have in managing plastic in their home. For example, one participant showed 
a lot of anxiety to provide ‘correct’ information. This uncertainty may prevent 
householders from exploring different solutions due to a lack of self-efficacy:  

I hope this is the sort of information you require, but if not please let me know. 
(participant 9) 

Understanding definitions both in plastics and a wider context is important because it 
can frame individuals’ practices and connections to pro-social behaviour.  

Disposal Practices 

The household is full of products ranging from food, clothing and general appliances. 
Each product in a household is, at some point, disposed of. Waste is generated by 
activities and practices of households. It was important to consider the wider disposal 
practices of households to gain a holistic understanding. This is because the disposal 
practices can also impact storage space and shopping frequency. Further, disposal 
practices in the UK are aided by waste reduction policy and prevention schemes. Each 
local council provided bins or containers for the disposal of waste. In addition, some 
councils offer kerbside collection schemes which can influence behaviour.  

The nature of the diary study, with the option of an open response, enabled 
participants to express in their own words the actions they took to the disposal of 
products. We found that, often, householders moved seamlessly between describing 
disposal of plastics to disposal of other items in the home. Whilst the disposal of other 
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items was not the focus of this research the interchangeability is indicative of the 
holistic perspective that householders have of the processes in their home.  

Specifically, in relation to disposal, all 27 household decision makers stated that they 
recycled plastic ‘if possible’. For example:  

Plastic is recycled as much as possible, according to the council's regulations. 
(participant 4) 

Plastic goes in the recycle bin if possible. (participant 6) 

Plastic recyclable into council collection, magazine and food wrappers into 
supermarket plastic bag recycle. (participant 16) 

Other participants identified themselves as ‘keen recycler(s)’. Taken together, these 
entries support the notion that recycling is undertaken as a normal and routine 
household practice. Additional entries from participants also indicate that some 
households are part of local and wider recycling schemes.  

48% of household decision makers indicated that they used the local recycling 
services provided by the council. Participants gave examples of the collections they 
used: 

We recycle bottles through kerbside collections, reuse as much as possible 
(e.g., takeaway containers), other plastic through recycling schemes where 
possible, and otherwise landfill. (participant 9) 

Plastic is collected once every two weeks by [the] district council roadside 
collection. (participant 10) 

Other examples included local schemes and collections. Such as local primary 
schools: 

Plastic is minimised where possible but we also save crisp/snack packaging for 
the TerraCycle schemes - in aid of both the primary school my children go to 
and another school with more of their programmes. [where we live] recycles 
lots of types of plastic bottles and yoghurt pots. (participant 11) 

Our kerb recycling only takes plastic bottles, so they go in there. Stretchy 
plastics go in the carrier bag bin at the supermarket, and [our local] Primary 
School take a selection of other plastics that are accepted by TerraCycle. Other 
plastics unfortunately go in the general waste bin. (participant 15) 

[My local] Primary Recycle Scheme. This scheme has allowed me to recycle 
far more through the TerraCycle schemes. It also allows me to offer items for 
free that would otherwise have to be put in the bin. For example, a small offcut 
of tumble dryer hose is being collected tomorrow. (participant 17) 
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We buy a lot of crisps from supermarkets and recycle 
through local school collection point. Important for 
children to understand what happens to their waste, 
esp. plastics. Should be more education on how 
packaging is made and the effects of disposal. 
Disappointing and frustrating to see how many crisp 
packets and sweet wrappers you find in the countryside. 
(participant 9) 

It is important to consider that for household decision makers 
to participate in recycling schemes an adequate local infrastructure is needed to 
ensure success. Each council collects its plastic recycling differently and this can 
cause confusion to household decision makers. In addition, information from the 
council is often required to inform household decision makers of the options to recycle 
and the facilities located nearby. Families may also be involved in reducing plastic with 
school initiatives which can aid involvement in recycling. Certainly in the absence of 
recycling facilities and schemes it would be challenging for a household to recycle 
responsibly. Overall, for household decision makers to participate in recycling it 
requires time and labour, increasingly sorting through waste. It is not as easy as simply 
taking the bin out. An efficient waste disposal system relies heavily on households 
taking the effort to start the process.  

While plastic is unavoidable in some areas of the household, there is the opportunity 
to reuse plastic. Two household decision makers shared how they prioritised reusing 
plastic where possible: 

Our plastic is reused where possible for different purposes around the house 
and garden, e.g., plant pot, toy containers. (participant 7) 

I wash and reuse any plastic bags that look strong and clean - they can be 
used, e.g., for storing the organic veg that we have delivered… We've been 
reusing some of our empty single-use boxes that came with soft fruit or 
tomatoes in for growing herbs or little salad leaves from seed (participant 14) 

Although reusing plastic takes additional effort it can be useful in other areas of the 
household such as the garden. The ease of reusing is linked to willingness to engage 
in such behaviour. The way in which a household decision maker performs, repeats 
and renews a product can determine the overall waste of the household.  

Decision Making in the Household  

At a micro level the relationships in the household are important as they can shape 
values which influence behaviour on a day-to-day basis. Decision making in a 
household is a highly differentiated and complex system. In each household there are 
both micro-moments and interactions with others that affect big decision making. 
Navigating both fixed and shifting behaviours can be challenging in a household with 
more than one occupant. It is important to consider that patterns of purchasing items 
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for the home can change over time depending on factors such as employment and 
disposal income. As mentioned, the amount of control the household decision maker 
has regarding spending can also impact the authority they have to take other 
decisions.  

In our diary study, the most popular description of household decision making was 
‘joint decisions’ (15 households).  

The household decisions are made jointly; e.g., we have a food shopping list 
where we both add items, and then the online shopping is done jointly. 
(participant 4) 

While eight of our participants stated they were in sole control, other respondents 
suggested that they allocated responsibility depending on the types of purchases. The 
most popular division of decision making related to shopping and cooking 
responsibilities: 

There are two people in my household (my partner and I), and we make 
decisions jointly. However, I do most of the good shopping and cooking, and 
therefore most of the decision making in these areas is on me. (participant 19) 

The person organising the shopping makes decisions on household spending 
- mainly me. (participant 20) 

Households implied that they treated decisions differently depending on the long-term 
effect of those decisions. For example, easy and quick decisions did not need more 
than one individual to be involved in the decision making. Meanwhile, larger decisions 
which would be likely to have long-term consequences required a joint process. In 
other cases, power was attributed to the primary income earner on making decisions: 

I am the cook and grocery shopper and make the decisions about those 
matters. Large purchases, such as furniture are a fairly rare occurrence and 
would be a joint decision. I would be consulted on a change of car, but have no 
real interest and would concur with whatever decision my husband made. 
Small, more personal items would be chosen by the relevant person without 
discussion. (participant 21) 

Decisions on spending are kind of shared. But, my husband has last say, and I 
check with him on occasions (normally when I already think it's a bit expensive, 
but hope he may say it is fine) as he is the earner at the moment. (participant 
17) 

Shopping decisions can be important in terms of single-use plastic which can 
accumulate in the household. Some respondents reported that women take control of 
shopping for the family. However, it is important to consider that while individuals may 
report they have this control over certain decisions others in the house may have 
differing perspectives on how household decisions are taken.  
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One of the aims of our study was to understand a variety of household situations. As 
we might expect, household decision making was more complicated between 
individuals who were not related – for example, young professionals living together. 
Often, decision making was not equal. With households who live in a flat-share there 
is both an element of individual and joint decision making. Some households might 
decide to go food shopping together while others might decide to take their own 
decisions. However, at some points they might make decisions together. For example: 

I live in a household of three adults. General household items are split between 
all three of us. The actual decision on what we buy for the household is split 
mainly between myself and one other house mate. I would say these decisions 
are generally made together. The other house mate contributes but doesn’t 
tend to make decisions on what household items we buy. I think it would be 
harder to make decisions in a larger household. I think it would be more difficult 
to make decisions that cater to all our views/priorities, e.g., price, buying 
organic, etc. (participant 2) 

Depending on how decisions are made, and by whom, can impact ethically conscious 
behaviour. The management of household decision making can be time consuming 
and require a level of planning to ensure finances are stable. In relation to single-use 
plastic, decision making matters. This is because if there was a change in 
circumstances it could impact the types of products entering the household. The 
impact of specific internal economics of the household is an area which would need 
further exploration. Many households predicted that there would be change in single-
use plastics’ consumption if decision making processes changed:  

If my husband did the shopping/made the decisions like this, we would probably 
have much more snack packaging - his usual inclination is to spend as little 
time in the shop as possible. I expect we'd all be shocked still if we saw all our 
waste in a heap though! (participant 11) 

I feel that if I didn't make the effort to recycle and re-use plastic then my family 
might not have got into the habit so soon. However, I can't ban my husband 
from, for example, buying four-packs of beer held together by a single-use 
plastic thing because that's his decision not mine. However, I think it would 
cause friction and discord if someone else I was living with was constantly 
making poor decisions with regards to the bulk of the household shopping. 
(participant 14) 

I think it might be slightly different if my 15-year-old daughter was a part of 
decision making. She is so on tune with the environment and tries to make 
better choices with packaging, including using paper or reusable straws which 
I do not like very much. (participant 13) 

From these accounts it is evident that, often, there is a household ‘champion’ who 
ensures the household recycle or are environmentally aware. However, in other cases 
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participants suggested that the household had developed a shared understanding 
about ethical consumerism:  

Probably not dramatically different since all family share broadly similar views 
on sustainability. (participant 5)  

All the family are committed to removing plastic from our lives. Shopping 
decisions would not really change too much. (participant 9)  

Social influence and Households 

The way in which social networks are developed and maintained by household is of 
interest. This is because social influence can be empowering and household practices 
are often incorporated into other communities; in particular, the connections the 
household has with wider groups. The question was asked ‘Tell us about individuals 
or groups outside of your household that influence your behaviour towards 
sustainability or reducing single-use plastics’. Responses ranged from personal 
connections such as friends, local community groups, wider social media networks 
and no immediate influence. One household responded:  

I wouldn’t say follow any groups that directly influence/that have a huge impact 
on my behaviour towards sustainability or reducing waste. I think my beliefs and 
behaviours are influenced by education via word of mouth this might be 
information passed on by friends or families, reading, podcasts, places I have 
visited. (participant 2) 

Discussion between members of a social network can reinforce values and 
relationships. In addition, seeking out information sources such as books or podcasts 
can provide further reinforcement and the confidence to practice recycling, for 
example. Others talked about the importance of social media to learn and share 
knowledge:  

I would say I get a lot of my information via social media, from groups or 
individuals I follow on Facebook, Instagram and Twitter. They are usually 
people with a similar mind-set who are also trying to live more sustainably. 
(participant 4) 

I get lots of info from local green support groups and interested friends. We 
have an eco-group in our village - the members can be very helpful but it’s hard 
to widen the appeal. Bigger organisations like Suffolk recycling and the soil 
association give wider context over social media sites. (participant 11) 

Household decision makers have the opportunity to guide and instruct on certain 
practices by being part of support groups related to environmental issues.  As the 
above household decision maker described, it can be ‘very helpful’ to be part of a 
community. Further, these social connections can develop and unfold over time and it 
is important to consider if individuals of the household change support groups and the 
impact this has on overall environmental practices.  
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Engagement in social media as a member of the community also provided a sense of 
accountability to encourage not only short term changes but a growing mind-set to 
change. For example: 

I follow a few people on Instagram that are doing their bit. I started my own feed 
too, more for myself, to push myself to keep considering 'what can I change 
next'. I am far more thoughtful about what I buy these days. When something 
breaks, I now consider whether there is a more sustainable option, e.g., my 
plastic mop bucket cracked, so I bought a metal one instead. It's lasted much 
longer so far and is easy to recycle if it does. (participant 17) 

In contrast, other households report that wider media networks and media sources 
were also influential. For example: 

David Attenborough's highlighting of plastic's effect on the oceans and the wider 
environment has influenced me. We live 10 miles from the coast and the 
amount of plastic litter left on beaches is horrific. Especially since lockdown. 
(participant 25) 

It is likely that information will reach more households as the media continue to report 
the effects of plastic and waste to the environment. Media reports and television shows 
can aid in educating and encouraging households to take accountability for their 
actions by seeing the wider impact of their behaviours. The “Attenborough Effect” in 
relation to singe use plastic is an example of how showing coastlines covered in 
pollution and marine environments destroyed can influence individuals to be more 
aware. By urging viewers to take action David Attenborough not only raised 
awareness, he also used his celebrity status to reach a wide audience.  

Barriers that Prevent Reuse, Recycle, Reduce and Prevent 

Individual behaviour change is difficult and, combined with household dynamics, it can 
prevent the reduction of single-use plastic. Perceived barriers can negatively influence 
the behaviour of a household even if there is a willingness to change. Factors which 
were identified by participants ranged from hygiene to time and energy. In addition, 
due to the convenience of single-use plastic, it can be considered a valuable item in 
the household. If a change is difficult to make it is unlikely that it will be adopted in the 
long-term. To make a change from a household perspective would require disrupting 
routine behaviours and developing new practices. Across the 27 households both 
personal and external barriers were identified. Table 2 shows the prevalence of 
particular challenges based on our content analysis.  
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Stage Personal Factors External Factors 
Reduce 
& 
Prevent 

• Hygiene/health concerns about 
unwrapped items (P1, P9, P11, 
P23) 

• Convenience (P1, P13, P14, P18) 
• Lack of economic ability to 

purchase alternatives – 
expensive (P2, P4, P8, P11, P12) 

• Time and energy to search out 
new products/solutions (P8) 

• Avoid conflict with partner (P22) 
 

• Failure of manufacturers to 
produce packaging that can be 
recycled (P3) 

• Retailers not selling loose 
produce/availability of products 
(P4, P5, P16, P17, P21, P23, P26) 

• Lack of shops/options (and 
therefore choice) in my area (P8, 
P9, P13, P17, P18, P19, P27) 

• Unclear labelling on whether can 
be recycled/contamination – 
unable to decide at time of 
purchase (P25) 

Reuse 
& 
Recycle 

• Laziness – easier not to do it (P1) 
• Exhaustion (P3) 
• Expensive (P2) 
• Lack of knowledge/ignorance/lack 

of awareness (P2, P13, P18) 
• Lack of time/being in a rush (P11, 

P14, P25) 
• Space (P11) 
• Hygiene/cleaning (P12, P15, P24) 
• Need stronger evidence that 

plastic is being recycled 
responsibly (P25) 

• No choice but to purchase items 
such as cleaning suppliers in 
single-use plastic (P2, P13, P20) 

• Plastic containers (in abundance), 
more than can be reused (P20) 

• Recycling restrictions or 
regulations – lack of provision (P3, 
P4, P5, P8, P16, P20, P21, P22, 
P23 P24, P25, P27) 

• Unclear rules (P19, P26) 
• Recycling facilities have 

insufficient capacity or are 
inadequate (P9, P17) 

 

Table 2 – Content analysis of the household challenges to eliminating single-use 
plastic in the home 

Overall, action is required by both household decision makers, community groups and 
councils to support and facilitate reusing, reducing, recycling and preventing single-
use plastic.   

A range of products can now be purchased to replace single-use plastic. To make an 
effort to switch products requires knowledge of the new product and the confidence to 
try something different. Despite not being specifically asked to do so, many 
participants used the photo elicitation opportunity to share changes they have made 
to reduce and prevent single-use plastic including switching razors and purchasing a 
reusable water bottle. They also noted advantages and disadvantages where they had 
made a change. Common means of comparison include ‘ease of use’; price/value for 
money; level of organisation, determination and forethought required; durability; and 
their confidence in the effectiveness of the alternative.  
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Calpol syringes. I understand that these are to reduce 
the risk of overdose. They are convenient and easy to 
use. But, I get one in every bottle 😔  surely there could 
be a less disposable option. I can't recycle them here, 
so they get saved and I try and rehome them. Some 
went to a gardener for measuring tomato feed. When I 
can, I buy the ASDA version that doesn't include the 
plastic top and syringe, I then transfer it from the Calpol 
bottle to the other. So, I like it, but don't want one with 
every bottle. (participant 12) 

Participants were also keen to share inventive reuse solutions from their homes. 
Garden repurposing was a popular trend amongst our sample, using single-use plastic 
for planting and making containers. Participants emphasised the speed, ease and 
simplicity of their innovations as alternatives to encourage others. 

This is from my garden. I have re-used some of the plastic containers as 
planters to grow my vegetable plants for the garden, 
like the tomatoes seen here. It is an old margarine 
container, a cut up fizzy drink bottle, and a container 
that had mushrooms from the supermarket in it. They 
were initially only for nursing the plants until I could 
grow them outside but I left the smaller plants in them 
that I didn't plant out, and they still carry some fruit. I'll 
keep the containers for next season in spring again. 
(participant 4) 

COVID-19 

A unique feature of our study is that at the time of data collection (July 2020 – in the 
UK) our participants were under various tiers of government restrictions about social 
distancing and a majority where staying home much more than normal. This was 
reflected in both the diary entries, photos and interviews.   
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A popular topic was the prevalence of plastic in personal protective equipment and the 
new challenge which this posed. The requirement to wear a face mask in most public 
places has caused many individuals to purchase disposable masks. One participant 
highlighted they did not think initially about the relation between disposable masks and 
single-use plastic until they bought some themselves and began to see disposed 
masks littering their local community.  

At the time of the study there was minimal guidance on the safe disposal of masks 
and how they could be recycled. Furthermore, we observed confusion and scepticism 
about the effectiveness masks made from other materials. The household decision 
maker places priority on health but is faced with a dilemma.  

The amount of PPE is going to be a huge issue though. For what is done with 
it, arguably, it should be incinerated. (participant 16) 

On my way to the shops and I grabbed one of 
these [single-use mask]. I suppose I could use 
the cloth version, but it just doesn’t feel safe 
enough. My thinking is because medical 
personnel use this one, it must be the most 
appropriate. I chose this picture today because 
for me it's a dilemma between being ethical 
and staying safe, or even alive. (participant 13) 

With the pandemic one thing that does worry me is the fact is that we see the 
masks that people are wearing and they've just been thrown on the pavement. 
And so, therefore, there's no safe area for them to be disposed of. (participant 
20) 

The potential risk of COVID-19 has changed the behaviour of household decision 
makers. Confidence in online shopping and changes in hygiene measures were 
mentioned frequently. Domestic decisions had to be made around lockdown 
precautions issued by government and business.  

More cleaning stuff. So, hoping to disinfect everything. So we're buying more 
antibacterial bleach products so that when packages arrive through the post… 
(participant 6) 

[Packaging from deliveries have] definitely gone up. I see it with my plastic bags 
like we collect the paper because it's just more stuff coming you know by post 
that I would usually buy maybe in the shop. (participant 4) 

I’d never done online supermarket shopping before on the lockdown. I thought 
about it, but I started doing it. That makes it easier. So I definitely my habits 
have changed. But you know when I buy them online. They come up top 
another layer of plastics. So that's definitely an impact. (participant 18) 
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The current situation has been very bad from that point of view because we've 
gone back to doing a weekly shop. You get things in the supermarket and at 
the height of the pandemic. I wanted to buy my vegetables in a plastic bag 
because you didn't know how this virus was spreading so I wasn't quite so keen 
on the reusable bags. (participant 14) 

It's been a bit exceptional because of the lockdown. So I changed my shopping 
habits. As a result, so we have been using more single-use plastic. I've used 
Ocado for online shopping. I haven't got so much control over stuff arriving in 
the house. Whereas normally I would go out to my butcher and he puts the stuff 
straight into the pot. (participant 23) 

COVID-19 forced changes on households and has had a role in shaping new patterns 
of behaviour that affect all aspects of day-to-day life. This includes single-use plastic 
in households and ways to purchase and consume products. Some participants noted 
a change in their household decision making priorities: 

Over the last sort of four months to try and make things a bit better but it wasn't 
always because of the single-use plastic that was the key. You know it'd been… 
have been prevented and shopping only once a week. So I think the 
combination of those things. The desire to want to reduce plastic and not being 
able to go out to the shop as frequently as it has probably made us make more 
changes on that front and in the bulk buying than we would have done. 
(participant 9) 

For others, the imposed changes have caused frustration to some householders who 
are trying to reduce and limit their consumption but have had previous solutions 
limited:  

I think one of the frustrating things for me was when you went shopping during 
the, during the first six or seven weeks of lockdown. The choices were removed 
everything was in plastic thing, you know, fruit, vegetables, everything. I used 
to buy loose. (Participant 10) 

Throughout the study, it was clear that Covid 19 had influenced household decision 
makers at some point, or at least prompted them to reflect on their reasons for using 
plastic.  

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
The purpose of this research was to gain an insight into the complexities in the 
household and social world in relation to single-use plastic, which involves lived 
experiences, processes, interactions, belief systems and the everyday. 

Our study was insightful in exploring the role that households play in managing 
ethical consumerism, particularly single-use plastics. Nevertheless, formal definitions 
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acknowledge that the relational status and family configuration of a household may 
vary, e.g., The UK Office of National Statistics defines a household as: 

“one person living alone, or a group of people (not necessarily related) living at 
the same address who share cooking facilities and share a living room, sitting 
room or dining area. A household can consist of a single family, more than one 
family or no families in the case of a group of unrelated people.” (ONS, 2011)  

Our research revealed that diversity in households extends much further than their 
configuration. We found that households are based on relationships and on 
cooperative activity; that, even amongst seemingly similar household configurations, 
the influence of values, relational dynamics, issues of power and decision making all 
play a role in who makes decisions about single-use plastic coming in to and out of 
the home and how they make those decisions. Therefore, understanding how 
decisions are made within the context of household relationships is likely to be 
different to if we view them as purely economic actors. Our study, therefore, 
recommends that when looking at the collective decision making about lifestyle and 
use of resources in the home we acknowledge that decision making likely does not 
always reside with one individual. 

Our study also helped us to understand more about the priorities of householders 
when it came to managing plastic in their homes. Householders are influenced 
significantly by the services and interactions which they have with outside 
stakeholders (e.g., retailers from whom they purchase goods, councils and 
community groups who support waste management and disposal of goods). An 
interesting observation from our study was that households view their interactions 
with external stakeholders as a more holistic process than those ‘looking in’ do. 
External stakeholders place great attention on specific points of interaction which 
often represent their only point of contact with households (e.g., a local council 
interacts with the householder when they collect their kerbside waste collection); 
stakeholders’ actions to improve single-use plastic management are, therefore, 
limited to these isolated exchanges. For example, a local council might consider 
“how can I get householders to avoid cross contaminating their recycling?” 
Householders, themselves, are concerned with much more holistic issues. In 
contrast, questions you may ask as a householder are ‘how do I get rid of this 
waste?’ to which the answers are multiple, including “I’ll recycle some things, donate 
others, reuse some others, reduce purchasing of other things”.  

Therefore, because all the other stakeholders are focused on their own uni-
dimensional view, the role of the householder (intentional or not) is that it is their 
responsibility to view the reduction of single-use plastic as a more holistic, more 
coordinated act. In order to target interventions to householders in a way that could 
have real impact, stakeholders need to reimagine/recast the householder as ‘a 
coordinator’. In the past, stakeholder solutions have provided increasingly more 
complex processes of managing their interaction with the householder (e.g., more 
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recycling categories to make a clear separation of waste). Instead, it might be more 
helpful to consider those interactions from the point of view of the householder and 
support their coordination effort with clearer and less ambiguous solutions.  

Finally, our research has demonstrated that the reduction of single-use plastic in the 
household consists of a series of micro-decisions. Whilst there was considerable 
variation in the extent to which this was underpinned by an ideological stance on 
ethical consumption made by the household as a collective, the practice of ethical 
consumerism is in the many small choices made when individuals interact with 
single-use plastics. This has several implications:  

(i) Micro-decisions have little financial impact on households and, therefore, 
are likely to be side-lined as a priority for investment when treated in 
isolation, householders are unlikely to think about longer term strategies 
for ethical consumerism because there will not be any immediate return on 
investment (public goods argument for market failure).  

(ii) Household members are unlikely to risk conflict situations when household 
members disagree over micro-decisions and so will default to an option 
which causes least friction. This makes it hard to change behaviour within 
a household because this change will cause friction.  

(iii) Householders use cognitive shortcuts to make micro-decisions through 
quick and automatic behaviour prompts. This means that they are more 
likely to be led by previous behaviour or the behaviour of others than new 
and complex information. Therefore, impactful interventions to support 
householders would be those that focus on micro-decisions in addition to 
macro environmental messages. 
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